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operations (multiplication and addition) and numeral use as cardinals, 
ordinals, and distributives. My second claim is that, upon closer inspection, 
however, it becomes evident that most Gyeli speakers do not use elaborate 
numerals and, in fact, often have limited competence in counting. This 
situation raises questions on how to describe such a system, and lends itself 
to the investigation of historical factors and contact phenomena that have 
brought about a numeral system that is restricted in its use. I argue that a 
documentary approach, rooted in ethnographic methods, is necessary to 
understand how speakers use numerals in order to adequately describe them. 
I was lucky to jointly work on the Gyeli language with Maarten Mous as the 
PI of our DoBeS project (officially referenced as Bagyeli/Bakola) which was 
funded by the Volkswagen Foundation from 2010 through 2014. Gyeli is an 
endangered Bantu A80 language of Cameroon, spoken by so-called “Pygmy” 
hunter-gatherers. Together with our colleagues Daniel Duke and Emmanuel 
Ngue Um, we have been building a documentary corpus of Gyeli (also called 
Bakola, Gyele, Bajele, or Gielli) as part of The Language Archive 
(https://dobes.mpi.nl/projects/bakola/).  
Figure 1 
Bagyeli/Bakola team meeting in Kribi with Maarten Mous, Daniel Duke, 
Emmanuel Ngue Um, and Nadine Grimm, 3 August 2012. 
This corpus includes a multitude of different genres and topics, ranging from, 
for example, conversations during a hunt with nets to procedural texts on 
preparing hunted or trapped animals or building a hut in the rain forest, to 
musical performances and dances. Our text collection also includes elicitation 
of numerals with various speakers as well as instances where counting items 
might be natural, for instance when talking about money or counting sticks 
used for fish traps. While our team members mostly did research in their own 
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This book celebrates Maarten Mous, professor of African Linguistics at Leiden University. For many 
people engaged in the field of African linguistics (and beyond), Maarten has been a teacher, an 
engaged colleague, and an inspiration. On the occasion of his 65th birthday, the present volume 
offers essays written by his former and current PhD students. The volume is divided into four 
sections: Language in use and contact, Morphosyntax, Number and numerals, and Phonology. 
It contains 25 articles and presents a variety of disciplinary and regional approaches to African 
linguistics.  
www.ascleiden.nl
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